Evaluating students' substance abuse assessment skills.
Graduating nursing students' abilities to assess clients for substance use were evaluated using two standardized patient (SP) cases. In the comprehensive health history case (unprompted), 55% of the study participants assessed alcohol use and 20% assessed drug use. When prompted to conduct a substance use history, at least 90% of the subjects asked about the quantity and frequency of alcohol use and 80% asked about drug use. However, in the prompted case, fewer than 10% of the subjects linked current alcohol and drug (AOD) use with risks and consequences, nor did they ask the SP if he had considered decreasing substance use. The mean score for communication skills used in the two assessment interviews were 3.65 and 3.56 on a 1 to 6 Likert scale. These data point out the need for additional emphasis on instructing students to include AOD questions as part of routine assessments, what questions to ask in a substance use assessment, and how to act on the information received. The use of SPs is one way to obtain valid information about students' assessment competencies.